unbent. He ate voraciously and drank copiously, as was his habit,
for which soon he was to begin to pay with the torment of the gout.
Queer tales were to be told thereafter of that water banquet. It
was to be related, by some so as to magnify the Duke of Melfi's splen-
dour, and by others so as to deride his ostentation, that the gold plates
in a measure as they did service were flungjby the slaves into the sea.
To this the mockers added that a net surrounded the vessel, so that
before morning all that treasure was surreptitiously recovered. You
will find an allusion to this in that part of The Ligurtad in which
Prospero relates the splendours of the Imperial visit and entertainment
in Genoa. It is not on that account to be accepted as historical. But
that the banquet was on a scale of luxury seldom rivalled stands on
sure testimony and that the gaiety presiding over it was full-hearted.
Even Prospero was haled out of his gloom by the environments.
It came by way of a regretful comment from Gianna of the continued
absence of Prospero's mother and of the fact that she had yet to meet
her as her future daughter-in-law.
"Her delicate health may explain the one," said Gianna. "But
hardly the other. It cannot be so delicate that she should not permit
me to visit her as my duty demands. Had you not better tell me the
truth of it, Prospero?"
He took up his cup acid frowned into the wine it held. "You guess
it, of course," he said.
"Of course," she agreed. "Madonna Aurelia does not approve
of the alliance. Her hostility to the House of Doria remains un-
quenched,"
"She has suffered deeply," he excused hen
"So had you."
"My fortitude is greater."
"Ah! And you have really forgiven all ? There is no rancour left
in you?"
For the last time he employed the old evasion. "Should I be here
if there were?"
"But are you here?"
He laughed. "Visibly and palpably. Set your hand upon me."
"But there are invisible and impalpable parts that go to make a
man. It is of those I ask. Your body sits here beside me. Yes. But
your spirit has too often been absent in these days. You move in a
cloud, elusive and vague. It makes me unhappy in the very happiness
I have laboured so to procure for both of us."
The complaint went through him like a sword. It brought him
sharply, suddenly, to a parting of the ways. He must choose his road,
and choose it frankly and openly. Either he must accept the argu-
ments for rendering real this sham reconciliation, or else, abandoning
loathly, treacherous ways, openly declare himself the remorseless foe
of theDorias.
He set down his cup, and swung round squarely to face her, un-
heeded by a company engrossed in its own gaiety, his words lost in
the general laughter-laden din.
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